Introduction
Oocytes from antral follicles larger than about 2 mm in diameter from several mammals are fully grown and can resume meiosis spontaneously: cows and pigs (Motlik and Fulka, 1986) , sheep (Jagiello el al, 1975; Szöllösi et al, 1988) and goats (De Smedt et al, 1994) . Several lines of evidence show that the ability of these oocytes to resume meiosis depends on their hormonal environment and is associated with sequential changes in follicular steroidogenesis. Moor and Trounson (1977) showed that sheep oocytes cultured within the follicle in hormone-free medium reactivated meiosis only after addition of gonadotrophin (FSH and LH) . Further exper¬ iments, using inhibitors of steroid secretion, showed that maturation of the oocytes requires a specific intrafollicular steroid environment acting synergistically with gonado¬ trophins (Moor et al, 1980) . In vitro, this hormonal influence appears to be beneficial not only for maturation but also for fertilization in mice (Downs el al, 1986) , rats (Shalgi et al, 1979) , sheep (Galli and Moor, 1991) and cattle (Fukushima and Fukui, 1985; Younis el al, 1989) . In cattle, supplementation of the maturation medium with LH and FSH and oestradiol influences both the fertilization rate and the ability of fertilized eggs to develop normally in vitro up to the blastocyst stage (Saeki et al, 1991) .
Fully grown bovine oocytes in antral follicles are present at birth. This is different from species such as mice which are widely used as an experimental model, in which oocytes from 12-day-old prepubertal females have to be grown in vitro before maturation and fertilization to achieve full term Received 1 July 1994. development (Eppig and Schroeder, 1989 (Dodson et al, 1988 ).
An advantage of the postnatal bovine ovary is that the pool of growing follicles is much greater before puberty, especially between 50 and 120 days of age, than after puberty (Erickson, 1966 (1970) and Seidel et al. (1971) indicated that female calves could respond to exogenous gonadotrophin treatment with follicular growth but that the developmental ability of oocytes was limited to two or three cleavages. However, several groups have reinvestigated the possibility of producing blastocysts from prepubertal female calves using in vitro maturation and fertilization. Cleavage rates higher than 50% were achieved (Palma, 1994) Table 2 ). Levasseur, 1979 
